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their point of view, it does imply a religious affirmation or synthesis to which they cannot agree. As a matter of fact, it is curious that in France and even in England, down to the beginning of last century (as readers of Charles Lamb will recollect), the terms 'Bible' and 'Testament' were occasionally employed for what we call 'the Old Testament' and 'the New Testament'. When I use 'Bible' and 'biblical' in their accepted sense, therefore, I simply follow for the sake of convenience the traditional usage of our Society, even although 'Bible' means one thing for a Jew and another for a Christian. The point is, that our common attitude to a Sacred Book involves belief in a collection of ancient literature which was originally intended to represent the sources and the standards of the religion in question; furthermore, that this attitude prompts the desire to apply to its study the ordinary processes of literary and historical criticism.
(i) A Sacred Book or Bible, thus defined, is one thing; religious writings, however popular or primitive, constitute another. A number of ancient religions had no such sacred books at all. Thus, neither the Eddas nor the Pyramid Texts of Egypt were bibles of the people. Neither Greece nor Rome apparently felt any need of a Sacred Book; in the case of Roman religion the nearest analogy, and it is far-off rather than near, would be the Sibylline Oracles, and although the Greek Oracles approximate to the notion of a Sacred Book, as being inspired directions for human life at the cross-roads, still they are a distant parallel. It may be true, as some scholars like Andrew Lang2 have maintained, that Hesiod's Theogony "was taught to boys in Greece, much as the Church catechism and Bible are taught in England"; certainly the reaction of philosophers like Xenophanes and Heracleitus as early as the sixth century B.C. against the demoralizing effect of veneration for Homer, does indicate that a sort of religious authority attached to the Homeric epics in some circles. However, Manicheeism is not a living faith today as even Sikhism may be said to be. Upon the whole, the Sacred Book in its most developed form belongs to only three great religions, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all derived directly or indirectly from Semitism. Each of these peoples may be fairly described, as no other can be, in the phrase 'a people of the Book'. The study of Comparative Religion converges on this conclusion.
(ii) That the Sacred Book does not lie close to the cradle of its religion, is obviously true when we take 'sacred book' in the wider sense of any early scripture. When the Oriental belief in divine inspiration was strong, it often preferred oral transmission to any written form. In primitive religion, which is pre-literary, a sacred writing, usually in the shape of an oracle, plays a minor part, and even in the later stages of religion it is oral tradition or transmission which is vital, rather than any literature. A glance at religions such as Hindooism, Brahminism, or Buddhism, is enough to show that the origin of the Sacred Book requires a certain advance in civilisation before its functions can be operative. To take only one instance: when the emancipated adherents of Jainism, in the sixth century B.C., rejected the Vedas for a purer faith, they had to form sacred oracles of their own, but these were handed down orally; No, what I mean by this statement is that any vital religion which inherits a Sacred Book from a definite age, even from the age of its origin, is obliged to develop an interpretation of it, oral and written, for the purposes and needs of further growth. The people may be the people of a Book, but they are held together by customs and usages as well as by rites, slowly elaborated, and these commonly are related to a Sacred Book which originally made little or no provision for the majority of them.
Hence the rise of what we call 'tradition', which is involved by lapse of time and change of environment for any religious cult that is to survive in the struggle for existence, or rather to survive and thrive, instead of remaining a mere survival, holding on to forms of expression that are now anachronistic. The mate-rials of tradition, as we meet it in the field of religion, consist of statements about historical data, the interpretation of such data, and also rules for action and life within the community to which the data are communicated, sanctions for conduct, standards for worship, and definite principles of right belief. No doubt the Sacred Book itself reflects this, and further embodies and even applies it. Yet, for all its authority, the Book also requires interpretation, as time goes on. It supplies a norm rather than a form for sacred rites and usages, as a rule. It does discharge a regulative function in the community or Church, but in turn it has to be supplemented to a certain extent by other 'traditions', which are not derived simply from its contents or directly from its verbal statements, and which call out the work of trained priests or scribes. This exigency, which meets all the historical faiths, is the spring of the violent oscillations which have characterized the history of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. At present, within the field of early Christianity there are signs that the problem of 'tradition' is being re-stated and re-considered, just as a truer appreciation of the New Testament literature within the complex of the movement is being gained. In the rebound from a mediaeval attitude which tended to obliterate the paramount significance of the Bible in stressing doctrinal correctness, there was apt to be a one-sided exaggeration of the Bible's function in the first few centuries, which erred by isolating it unduly from the spontaneous growth of 'tradition'.
Up to a certain point, the phenomena of tradition are practically the same in all three faiths. But differences emerge, owing to the specific elements in each. And this brings us to the (iv) fourth point which I suggested, namely that no Sacred Book can be duly judged apart from the specific ethos of the particular religion in question. It is the very problem of tradition in relation to the Sacred Book that sets this point sharply before the mind of the investigator, since the differentia of a faith here become crucial. Fantastic and unreal as it may often appear to our historically trained minds, it not simply saved the Old Testament for Christianity, when some enthusiasts would have scrapped it, but, by its appeal to free imagination, did prevent the faith from becoming too biblical, and witnessed, often in an unsound way, to the sound truth that Christianity is a continuous process within the historical order, neither a meticulous reproduction of the biblical past nor a bible-less liberty for forward-looking souls to make private excursions in search of a faith which had been once delivered to the saints. To hold this sound truth has meant a repeated tension. Yet the tension is inevitable, as the spirit of the faith refuses to isolate the Bible from the Church.
The distinctiveness of the various religions emerges, I repeat, in connexion with the crucial problem of tradition in relation to the Sacred Book. But this opens up into a further point, on which I desire to say a word before closing. Even in form, some sacred books are intended to convey the idea that they are literally the Word of God. This holds true of the Avesta as well as of the Koran; to read these scriptures of the Zoroastrian faith or of Islam, or to listen to them, is to feel instinctively that they claim to be direct utterances of the Deity to mankind, since, even when, as at certain points, the prophet puts questions to his God, the answer comes as the more important feature in the dialogue. There is a partial approach to this in the Laws of Manu, a code based upon the Vedas, which is authoritative for Hindooism; in this manual of religious jurisprudence, Manu speaks for Brahma as his mouthpiece. But it is the Koran which, above almost all sacred books, claims to be the inspired Word of the Deity. No doubt, the Rig-Veda had come to be regarded by Hindoos as the first work of heaven, and claims for a pre-existent entity were also made by rabbis for the Torah, which were not less high. Zoroastrians too believed that their classics had been not simply revealed to the prophet but actually created by God. Still the Koran soars higher. Even in its composition, according to orthodox Islam, it is a miracle. Literally, far more than the Bible, it is God's Word, for not only are its words in Arabic, the language of Allah Himself, but its contents are taken to have been for the most part communicated to the Prophet in a trance, often by mediation of the angel Gabriel. Thus, in the strict and ancient sense of the term, it is a book of oracles. Indeed the written Koran, which only came into existence after the Prophet's death, when his scribe or secretary Zaid was induced to collect the contents of it, the written Koran is held to be merely a transcript of God's own Word which is safeguarded in heaven. As such it is the final revelation, superseding all previous words of the Lord. Islam thus started with a singular advantage in the matter of a Sacred Book. It had no controversy over any Canon, such as vexed Judaism and Christianity. It managed practically to eliminate textual criticism as a diversion for the devout, being properly conscious that variant readings are incongruous with oracles! The Koran is therefore able to start off bravely by declaring, "There is no doubt in this book." There is nothing like the book of Job, nothing like the arguments of the apostle Paul. Of course, there may be doubts about it, raised by its very claims. Whether the advantage of securing finality at the expense of history and argument is not gained at too heavy a price, is a fair question. But the point is that the Koran secured its hold upon popular Islam by avoiding any problem of a relation between history and religion, even although Islam has had eventually to develop traditions, like Judaism and Christianity, in order to conserve its position within history.
In Judaism and Christianity alike there was and is a definite appeal to history such as Islam does not require. Consequently the very form and content of their Sacred Books differ from the Koran. History enters the pages of the Bible, and with history the inevitable element3 of what is called 'the accidental' or 'the particular' or 'the relative'. Argument and reasoning also have a place, since the revelation is more than a transmission of abstract orders dictated from heaven. The strength of both faiths lay as it lies in this historical conception of religion. But it is obvious that this very strength is accompanied by certain handicaps, from the point of view of a Sacred Book which is supposed to rule a community throughout ages of change. And within Christianity, where the revelation of God is believed to be a personal revelation through the living Lord, the Sacred Book which attests this cannot in the nature of the case be a book exactly like the Old Testament in the synagogue or the Koran in the mosque, nor can it be interpreted precisely as any of these.
It would be too large a task even to outline the problems that swarm round this differentiation of the Sacred Books. I close by calling attention to it, and by suggesting that perhaps the new philosophies of literature which are characteristic of our age may pave the way for a re-consideration of the question of inspiration, especially now that the criticism of the New Testament is passing into larger phases than those contemplated by the literary or historical methods of the last half century. The whole question of the relationship between literature and life, or of the connexion between literary forms and literary forces, makes for a richer appreciation of some ultimate issues relating to the Sacred Book in the sphere of our religion as of any other.
